Background: Panax notoginseng leaves (PNL) exhibit extensive activities, but few analytical methods have been established to exclusively determine the dammarane triterpene saponins in PNL. Methods: Ultra-performance liquid chromatography coupled with time-of-flight mass spectrometry (UPLC/Q-TOF MS) and HPLC-UV methods were developed for the qualitative and quantitative analysis of ginsenosides in PNL, respectively. Results: Extraction conditions, including solvents and extraction methods, were optimized, which showed that ginsenosides Rc and Rb3, the main components of PNL, are transformed to notoginsenosides Fe and Fd, respectively, in the presence of water, by removing a glucose residue from position C-3 via possible enzymatic hydrolysis. A total of 57 saponins were identified in the methanolic extract of PNL by UPLC/Q-TOF MS. Among them, 19 components were unambiguously characterized by their reference substances. Additionally, seven saponins of PNLdginsenosides Rb1, Rc, Rb2, and Rb3, and notoginsenosides Fc, Fe, and Fddwere quantified using the HPLC-UV method after extraction with methanol. The separation of analytes, particularly the separation of notoginsenoside Fc and ginsenoside Rc, was achieved on a Zorbax ODS C8 column at a temperature of 35 C. This developed HPLC-UV method provides an adequate linearity (r 2 > 0.999), repeatability (relative standard deviation, RSD < 2.98%), and inter-and intraday variations (RSD < 4.40%) with recovery (98.7e106.1%) of seven saponins concerned. This validated method was also conducted to determine seven components in 10 batches of PNL. Conclusion: These findings are beneficial to the quality control of PNL and its relevant products.
Introduction
Panax notoginseng (Burk) F. H. Chen, radix has been traditionally applied to treat hematological diseases and cardiovascular diseases in China since ancient times [1, 2] . The main bioactive components of P. notoginseng are identified as drammarane triterpenoid saponins, including 20(S)-protopanaxatriol-type (PTS) and 20(S)-protopanaxadiol-type saponins (PDS), which are present in different parts of the plant, including its roots, rhizomes, leaves, and flower buds [3, 4] . P. notoginseng roots are commonly used in remedies for various ailments. Because of the strict environmental conditions required for its growth and increased usage, the supply of roots of P. notoginseng could hardly meet the rapidly increasing market demands in recent years. Annual recovery of the leaves might be a feasible alternative source of ginsenosides, compared to the 3-yr growth cycle of the roots [1] . Our previous study has indicated that the chemical characteristics of the leaves and roots of P. notoginseng are significantly different [4] . P. notoginseng leaves (PNL) contain an abundance of PDS, such as notoginsenosides Fc and ginsenosides Rc, Rb2, and Rb3, which are rarely found in the roots [3, 4] . PNL, traditionally used in the treatment of insomnia, have a strong neuroprotective activity [5] , antidepressant effects [6] , and protective effects against alcoholic liver injury [7] . In recent years, most studies focused on the roots of P. notoginseng, and little attention was paid to its leaves. Few analytical methods, including high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC)-UV [8, 9] and HPLC-mass spectrometry (MS) [3, 10] , have been developed to exclusively determine ginsenosides in PNL. However, in most of these studies, notoginsenoside Fc and ginsenoside Rc, the two major components of PNL, were not well separated, leading to the inaccurate quantitation. Furthermore, water was used as the solution in sample preparation [9] . Our preliminary data have demonstrated that the severe transformation of ginsenosides Rc, Rb2, and Rb3 occurred when PNL was extracted with water, which might not reflect the real chemical profile of PNL. The aim of present study, therefore, is to develop ultra-performance liquid chromatography coupled with time-of-flight MS (UPLC/Q-TOF MS) and HPLC-UV methods designed specifically for the qualitative and quantitative determination of saponins in PNL, respectively.
Materials and methods

Chemicals and materials
Ten batches of PNL were obtained from Yunnan province, China. Their botanical origin of materials was identified by Professor Ni Ma of Wenshan Sanqi Institute of Science and Technology, Wenshan University, China. Authentic standards, including ginsenosides Rb1, F1, F2, and notoginsenoside Fe, were purchased from National Institute for the Control of Pharmaceutical and Biological Products (Beijing, China); ginsenosides Rg1, Rb2, Rb3, Rc, Re, and notoginsenoside R1 were supplied by MUST Bio-technology Co., Ltd. (Chengdu, China); ginsenosides Rg3 and Rd were purchased from Zelang Medical Technology Co., Ltd. (Beijing, China); ginsenosides Mc and Rk1, compound K, notoginsenosides Fc and Fd, gypenoside XIII, and vinaginsenoside R7 were isolated previously from the roots and leaves of P. notoginseng. The purity of all standards used in the study was more than 95%, detected by HPLC-UV analysis. All voucher specimens are stocked at the Institute of Chinese Medical Sciences, University of Macau, Macao, China. HPLC-grade acetonitrile, methanol, and formic acid were supplied by Merck (Darmstadt, Germany); the deionized water was prepared using a Milli-Q Integral Water Purification System (Millipore, Bedford, MA, USA).
Preparation of standard solutions
For qualitative and quantitative analysis, two sets of mixed standards containing all 19 saponins and seven saponins (i.e., ginsenosides Rb1, Rc, Rb2, and Rb3, and notoginsenosides Fc, Fe, and Fd; Fig. 1 ) were dissolved in methanol, respectively.
Pressurized liquid extraction
Pressurized liquid extraction (PLE) was conducted on a Dionex ASE 300 system (Dionex, Sunnyvale, CA, USA). To reduce the solvent volume, diatomaceous earth is recommended to use in PLE as a dispersion agent. First, 500 mg of PNL fine powder (0.074e 0.10 mm) was mixed with the equal weight of diatomaceous earth, and extracted using the following conditions: methanol as solvent; 140 C of extraction temperature; 6.89 Â 10 3 kPa of pressure; 15 min of static extraction time; one of number of extraction; 60% of the flush volume. The PLE extract (w22 mL) was transferred into a 25-mL volumetric flask, which was brought up to its volume with the same solvent and then filtered through a MILLEX-GV (0.22 mm, PVDF membrane; Millipore, Carrigtwohill, Cork, Ireland) prior to HPLC-UV and UPLC/Q-TOF MS analysis.
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HPLC-UV analysis
HPLC analysis was conducted on an Alliance e2695 HPLC system (Waters, Milford, MA, USA), equipped with a quaternary solvent delivery system, a vacuum degasser, an autosampler, and a Waters 2996 photodiode array detector. The separation was conducted on a Zorbax ODS C8 column (250 mm Â 4.6 mm i.d., 5 mm, Agilent, Santa Clara, CA, USA) at a flow rate of 0.8 mL/min. A gradient elution system consisted of water (A) and acetonitrile (B) using the following gradient program: 0e5 min, 15e30% B; 5e 15 min, 30e32% B; 15e35 min, 32e32% B; 35e45 min, 32e45% B; 45e60 min, 45e50% B. Column temperature and the detection wavelength were set 35 C and 203 nm, respectively.
UPLC/Q-TOF MS analysis
Qualitative analysis of saponins in PNL was performed using a Waters ACQUITY UPLC H-Class system coupled with a Waters SYNAPT G2-Si Q-TOF mass spectrometer (Waters, Manchester, UK).
An ACQUITY HSS T3 column (100 mm Â 2.1 mm, 1.8 mm, Waters, Milford, MA, USA) at 45 C was used. The mobile phase contained 0.1% aqueous formic acid (A) and acetonitrile (B) at 0.4 mL/min flow rate under the following gradient program: 0e5 min, 20e33% B; 5e 12 min, isocratic 33% B; 12e20 min, 33e100% B. The eluent was subjected directly to a Q-TOF MS by an electrospray ionization interface (Waters, Manchester, UK), which was operated in negative ion mode. The capillary voltage was 2.5 kV, and the source temperature and desolvation temperature were set at 120 C and 450 C, respectively. The cone gas flow and nebulization gas flow were set at 10 L/h and 600 L/h, respectively. The scan time for the Quan-qual MS E method was set to 0.2 s, and the trap collision energy was ramped from 20 eV to 80 eV. MS data were acquired in centroid mode from m/z 50 to m/z 1,500 in full scan using the MassLynx software (Waters, Manchester, UK). Accurate mass was maintained by continuously infusing leucine-enkephalin calibrant (200 pg/mL) at 10 mL/min by LockSpray interface, producing the reference ion
2.6. Linearity, limit of detection, and limit of quantification A series of appropriate concentrations of working solutions containing ginsenosides Rb1, Rc, Rb2, and Rb3, and notoginsenosides Fc, Fe, and Fd, were prepared by the dilution of methanol stock solution for HPLC-UV analysis. Six concentrations of the seven saponins were determined under the same chromatographic conditions, and their calibration curves were obtained by plotting the peak area versus the corresponding concentration of saponin concerned. The limit of quantification (LOQ) and limit of detection (LOD) of each saponin were measured at a signal/noise ratio of about 10 and 3, respectively, under same chromatographic conditions.
Precision, repeatability, stability, and recovery
Inter-and intraday precisions were determined in sample PNL10 six times within a single day and 3 consecutive days for every analyte, respectively. To test its repeatability, sample PNL10 was parallelly divided into six parts and extracted by PLE, and analyzed by HPLC-UV as mentioned above. To examine the inherent stability characteristics of the tested saponins, the freshly prepared sample PNL10 was stocked at room temperature, and was analyzed at different time intervals of 0 h, 6 h, 12 h, and 24 h. Variation was expressed as relative standard deviation.
A recovery test for the assessment of accuracy was performed using the standards addition method. Three concentration levels of seven authentic standards (approximately equivalent to 80%, 100%, and 120% levels of each compound) were added into the sample of PNL10. The spiked samples were extracted and analyzed by HPLC-UV. Each set of addition was repeated three times. The extraction recovery was calculated as follows:
Results and discussion
Optimization of extraction solvents
The choice of extraction solvents is important to extract the target chemicals from the sample matrix, and will significantly influence the yields and variety of constituents present in herbal medicines. Three common solventsdmethanol, ethanol, and distilled waterdwere used to extract the saponins from PNL by PLE. Interestingly, the HPLC profiles of aqueous and alcohol extracts are remarkably different (Fig. 2 ). Compared to either methanolic or ethanolic extract, the contents of ginsenosides Rc (P3) and Rb3 (P5) were markedly decreased in the aqueous extract. More importantly, four peaks that did not present in alcohol extracts were observed at 40e50 min in aqueous extract (Fig. 2) , suggesting that new chemical components are produced using water as the extraction solvent. Among these new components, two major peaks (P6 and P7) were identified as notoginsenosides Fe and Fd by comparing their retention behavior with those of the authentic standards, which was also confirmed by LC-MS analysis. In order to investigate whether this change was caused by PLE, the other extraction methods, such as ultrasonic and reflux extractions, were also conducted. As shown in Fig. S1 , similar changes were observed in aqueous extracts regardless of the extraction method used.
A most plausible explanation is that ginsenoside transformation occurs during extraction with water as solvent. Ginsenosides Rc and Rb 3 , the major components of PNL, are structurally similar to notoginsenosides Fe and Fd, respectively, but have two glucose residues [b-D-glucopyranosyl-(1/2)-b-D-glucopyranose] at position C-3, rather than one (Fig. 1) . Therefore, ginsenosides Rc and Rb 3 can easily be transformed to notoginsenosides Fe and Fd, respectively, by removing a glucose residue from position C-3 via mild acid hydrolysis or enzymatic hydrolysis [11, 12] . Neither acid nor base was added in the extraction solvent; as such, it was reasonable to presume that these transformations were driven by the enzyme present in PNL. Thus, water is not suitable to extract the saponins from PNL, although it can avoid the influence of pigments that are abundant in plant leaves. Because of the high extraction efficiency and repeatability [4, 13] , PLE with methanol solvent was selected for sample preparation.
Optimization of HPLC-UV conditions
To achieve the high-resolution separation of saponins from PNL, the HPLC chromatographic conditions, such as mobile phase, column, and column temperature, were systematically optimized in the pilot study. Several previous studies showed that notoginsenoside Fc and ginsenoside Rc, two main components of PNL, could not be well separated [8, 9] . Therefore, three chromatographic columns, including Agilent Zorbax ODS C18 (250 mm Â 4.6 mm i.d., 5 mm, Santa Clara, CA, USA) column, Zorbax ODS C8 (250 mm Â 4.6 mm i.d., 5 mm, Santa Clara, CA, USA) column, and Waters Atlantis T3 (250 mm Â 4.6 mm i.d., 5 mm, Milford, MA, USA) column were tested. The results indicated that Zorbax ODS C8 column was the most suitable option for the analysis of notoginsenoside Fc and ginsenoside Rc because of good peak resolution and chromatographic separation (Fig. 3) . The acetonitrileewater system was the common mobile phase for the separation of ginsenosides. Column temperatures, 25 C and 35 C, were also compared, and the major peaks in the chromatogram showed the higher resolution and better peak shape at 35 C.
Optimization of UPLC/Q-TOF MS conditions
To achieve better resolution in short analysis time, two types of chromatographic columnsdACQUITY HSS T3 (100 mm Â 2.1 mm i.d., 1.8 mm, Milford, MA, USA) and ACQUITY BEH C18 (100 mm Â 2.1 mm i.d., 1.7 mm, Milford, MA, USA)dwere used and compared. The results showed that HSS T3 column not only exhibited the better resolution and higher peak capacity, but could also be used to retain and separate the more hydrophilic ginsenosides. Different mobile phases, such as methanolewater and acetonitrileewater systems with diverse modifiers, were compared to obtain the chromatographic separation with the best resolution. The results shown that 0.1% aqueous formic acideacetonitrile system was the optimum choice. MS data acquired in positive and negative ion modes were compared, and the results suggested that negative ion mode provided the more direct structural information of ginsenosides and higher sensitivities, which was consistent with previous studies [3, 14, 15] . In order to rapidly acquire the MS/MS fragmentation data for the identification of chemical constituents, the MS E data acquisition mode was used to simultaneously collect the information from both precursor ion and their related fragment ions in a single run.
Qualitative analysis of chemical constituents in PNL by UPLC/ Q-TOF MS
Nineteen authentic standards and methanolic extract of PNL were determined by UPLC/Q-TOF MS under the optimized conditions, and their typical total ion chromatograms are shown in Fig. 4 negative ion mode. In fact, the production of adduct ion depends on the modifier added in the mobile phase [22] , and 0.1% aqueous formic acid was used as the mobile phase in this study. In MS/MS spectra of the adduct ion, the [M-H] À ion was generated from 
Validation of HPLC-UV method
As shown in Table 2 , the correlation coefficient (r 2 > 0.999) indicated good correlations between their peak areas and the concentrations of saponins concerned. LOD and LOQ for all investigated saponins were less than 98 ng and 375 ng on column, respectively. Overall inter-and intraday precisions were less than 4.40% and 3.17%, respectively, for all seven saponins ( Table 3 ). The tested saponins were relatively stable with an overall variation of 0.30e4.07% at least 6 h at room temperature. The repeatability of the analytes concerned in the test sample (PNL10) was acceptable with a relative standard deviation of <2.98%. In addition, the developed method had a good accuracy with an overall recovery of 98.7e106.1% (Table 4 ).
Quantitation of seven major saponins in PNL by HPLC-UV
The developed HPLC-UV method was applied to quantitative determination of the seven saponins in 10 batches of PNL samples. As shown in Table 5 . The results showed that the contents of ginsenosides Rb1, Rc, Rb2, and Rb3, and notoginsenoside Fc, had no significant difference among the 10 samples. Interestingly, a small number of notoginsenosides Fe and Fd were detected in four batches of PNL, and their contents were below the LOQ in six samples. A most plausible explanation is that these samples, containing notoginsenosides Fe and Fd, might be exposed to moisture during storage or transportation, considering that ginsenosides Rc and Rb 3 might be transformed into notoginsenosides Fe and Fd, respectively, by enzymatic hydrolysis in the present of water.
In conclusion, UPLC/Q-TOF MS and HPLC-UV methods were developed for the qualitative and quantitative analysis of the saponins in PNL, respectively. For the qualitative analysis, a total of 57 saponins were identified in PNL; among them, 19 components were unambiguously characterized by comparing with their authentic standards. For the quantitative analysis, seven saponins were simultaneously determined in 10 batches of PNL using HPLC-UV, which has good precision, accuracy, and sensitivity. Additionally, our results also demonstrated that ginsenosides Rc and Rb3, two major saponins of PNL, can easily be transformed to notoginsenosides Fe and Fd, respectively, by removing a glucose residue from position C-3 via enzymatic hydrolysis when water was used as the extraction solvent, suggesting that efforts should be made to ensure that P. notoginseng leaves are not exposed to moisture during storage or transportation. These results are beneficial to the quality control of PNL and its relevant products.
Conflicts of interest
The authors declare that there are no conflicts of interest.
